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. III.—WILLIAM OF OCKHAM ON UNIVEESALS. 

By C. DELISLE BURNS. 

THE problem of the reality of universals and particulars is not 
purely mediaeval, and therefore I shall not treat it as of 
only historical interest. For the difficulties which were once 
faced by "William of Ockham still need discussion; and I 
propose not to offer a commentary upon his doctrine, but to 
state the problem and its solution in those simpler forms 
which may show what is essential, and to put aside later 
complications. For the historian it may be of interest to 
discover all that Ockham said; for the philosopher only what is 
true is important.* 

The problem arises in the perception that we da not quite 
know what we mean when we say that two things are 
similar. Should we neglect the fact that there are two 
things and concentrate our attention upon the similarity, or 
should we put aside the similarity and attend first to the 
separateness of the things ? Bergsoir, for example, seems to 
argue that, because we cannot draw a line between a state 
of anger and an immediately subsequent state of pleasure, we 
can afford to neglect the fact that anger is one thing and 
pleasure another. Various forms of modern Idealism seem to 
imply that what is real is ultimately and most truly one and 
indivisible. The particular and the distinct should therefore 
have no reality except the conventional reality given it by 
our need for action or the unfortunate limitations of " finite " 

* In what follows I neglect the historians of philosophy, who seem to 
me to have all copied either Prantl or Haur6au. The sources I use 
are the texts of the Logic and the Commentary on the Sentences of 
Ockham himself. 
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mind. In saying that there are a number of irreducible real 
things we are mistaken, or at any rate deficient in our 
knowledge (or intuition) of fact. 

But this is simply to adopt the solution offered by all 
mediaeval Eealism* in its moderate form, as in Thomas 
Aquinas and Duns Scotus. It must mean that particulars 
are to be explained finally in terms of universals; or at 
least that the individual is regarded as a difficulty remaining 
over to be explained after we have grasped the real nature 
of the whole. And it was to destroy precisely this form of 
philosophy that Ockham laboured. There are obvious like
nesses between Ockham and Hume, since both attack the 
" reality of Universals," which implied the neglect of particulars 
as ultimate facts; and it might, 1 think, be shown that the 
Idealist Systems of the continent were survivals of mediaeval 
Eealism never quite able to resist the criticism of Ockham's 
Terminism or Hume's Conceptualism. In any case the interest 
of the position as Ockham found it is in that it was 
practically the same as that which we find to-day in surviving 
Idealism. 

I propose to show (A) what Eealism was and (B) how 
Ockham established in its place, for a time, a Nominalism 
or Conceptualism, asserting the irreducible reality of particulars. 
But since Ockham never pressed his own theory far enough, I 
propose also to show (C) how there may be a third position, not 
" Eealistic Idealism " nor Conceptualism, but one which asserts 
the reality of both particulars and universals. I mean that it 
is not necessary to imply that either particulars or universals 
are deficient in reality; for even the mediaeval Eealist could not 
avoid implying the irreducible reality of particulars, and even 
the Conceptualist could not avoid implying the objective exist
ence of universals. 

* I shall use the word .Realism in -what follows to mean the doctrine 
that universals are the fundamental realities and particulars are 
derivative. 

 by guest on June 6, 2016
http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/


> * ? ; 

78' C. DELISLE BURNS. 

The position in the fourteenth century when Ockham began 
to teach must first be explained. I t is not very different from 
our position now, although philosophers then were more logical 
and less metaphorical in their language. 

A. 

I shall state the Bealism of Thomas and Scotus. 
1. The likenesses between things are obviously real—that 

is to say, there is a reason, not our own will, for our saying 
that Socrates is like Plato, or like a monkey. Socrates is a man 
and also an animal. We have before our eyes various objects, 
as we call them, and we find them to be related in this way. 
Clearly it makes no difference whether or not we classify, since 
the ground of the classification is not made by us : and it 
would be false to say that Socrates is a " tree." There is a 
likeness between Socrates and Plato which does not hold 
between Socrates and a green-leaved acorn-bearing object, 
usually called an oak. These likenesses are called universals; 
and it is to these first that I apply the term although 
" universal" is sometimes used of the Platonic " idea " 
(v. sub B 5). The universal was originally (before Abelard) 
separate from the particular, but it now seemed to be in the 
particular as a constituent element of " the object." 

2. Next it is clear that one classification includes others as 
the first classification includes individuals. So that we may 
assert truly that manhood is " like " monkeyhood in so far as 
all men are animals. The likeness between likenesses is also 
real, and our words or concepts are not without a basis in facts 
independent of our will. We do not depart any further from 
experienced fact when we refer to the likenesses between 
likenesses or the "higher" classifications. Abstraction, as 
Thomas and Scotus knew, is not a departure from fact; it is 
attention to facts of a different kind from those of sense-
perception. 

3. We notice, however, that the "higher" classifications 
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seem to relate one particular object to a greater number of 
other particulars. There is, as it were, a " deeper " connection 
binding together " Socrates " and the " tree " than that binding 
Socrates and the monkey, in so far as "living thing" is a 
higher class than animal. As in all science we know more of 
facts the more facts we'subsume under one law. 

4. But of all classifications that which is highest is what we 
refer to when we say " real." Socrates is." real" and so is the 
tree and also the stone. There is a ground here too for 
distinguishing Socrates from a chimsera: and yet we admit 
that the distinction is purely conventional, since " nothing" 
cannot be regarded as one element in any division. Such, as 
in Descartes and Spinoza, was the position in Thomas and 
Scotus: and the tendency to Monism was only avoided through 
the fear of pantheism. 

5. So much all scholastic agreed upon; and since the days 
of Abelard it was admitted that these likenesses do not exist 
separately (a parte rei) from the particulars. Universals, as it 
was said, are " in " things. They are " in " particulars almost, 
to force an unconscious metaphor into logic, as if the particular^ 
were made up of universals. In " Socrates is a man" or 
" Socrates is white" the real object (subject*) Socrates is 
regarded as a composite, and the whiteness is regarded as one 
element in the composite. Thus while preserving a special 
individuality (see below) the object Socrates was a complex of 
real universals. The relations of likeness between Socrates 
and other objects actually made up the complex Socrates. 

6. In this Thomas agreed with Scotus and both set out to 
show that the " deeper " the likeness, or the higher the classi
fication, the more completely the knowledge of it gave one the 
knowledge of the world. Scotus was more mistaken than 
Thomas, since he seems to have supposed that a knowledge of 

* It is sufficiently well known that what we call objective was in the 
Mediaeval philosophy called subjective. In what follows, however, I 
shall use objective and subjective in their modern meanings. 
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the higher classification gave one a knowledge of the lower, 
and hence all knowledge of the universe could be derived from 
a logical examination of the meaning of the highest classifica
tion " Keality." Both, however, imply that the higher goes to 
the make of or constitutes, by an addition of " difference," the 
lower reality. And even Scotus believed that knowledge of 
the individual was contingent or empirical, though knowledge 
of one (lower) class might be deduced from knowledge of a 
higher class. 

7. From this it followed that the individual must be 
explained by some special method. Manhood and animality 
were both universals or likenesses existing in many; but 
what made Socrates different from Plato ? Socrates was like 
Plato in everything but—what ? Whatever it was, it was the 
ultimate " difference." No " difference " could be found within 
the object Socrates dividing him into lower species. Hence 
arose the theory of the "principium individuationis." What 
made Socrates differ from Plato was individuality or whatever 
made him individual. But Socrates and Plato we suppose are 
each a composite " made up," we may say inexactly, of animality 
and manhood and other universals and also of the principium 
individuationis, " contrah'ens hauc naturam ad singularitatem." 
This was not simply a relation ; this, at least, in the complex 
Socrates was not a likeness, nor was it the same as anything 
outside that complex. So that, it seems, there must be some
thing " i n " Socrates which is not affected by relation to 
anything else. 

As to the nature of this, Thomas differed from Scotus; and 
there were apparently disagreements among Scotists and 
Thomists; but the important point is this—until Ockham's 
time all philosophers were searching for an explanation of the 
particular. The universal was real, as we should say " objec
tive," one in many, and so on: and so also the particular was 
real, but it had to be explained with reference to the universal 
and not the universal with reference to it. The Realists of 
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the fourteenth century did not make the particular less real 
than the universal; but they regarded individuality as a kind 
of universality, if we may so speak: for the principle of 
individuation in Socrates is somehow " like " that in Plato and 
is thus a universal. 

Now precisely the opposite was the attitude of such a 
thinker as Hume. To him the particular and individual is the 
fundamentally real, and the universal is the problem to be 
explained. The change was first effected by Ockhani. " Non 
est quaerenda," he says, " aliqua causa individuationis . . . sed 
magis esset quserenda causa quomodo possibile est aliquid 
commune et universale." 

B. 

I have now to explain his position. 
1. The universe of experience gives us particular things 

or objects. In this Ockham agreed with Scotus, his master, 
since Scotus had taught that the first datum (primum intelligi-
bile) is the confused but single individual entity, from which 
we then " abstract" the universal. This is in opposition to 
Thomas, who asserted that the first datum is the general and 
most inclusive universal " being" or reality which we con
fusedly observe around us. But the merely psychological 
question as to what is first perceived need not detain us. At 
any rate we are aware of particulars. 

2. We are also aware of likenesses between particulars, but 
only after a process of thought. I t does not follow that we 
construct that likeness of our own will: there must be some
thing " in " the things which are like—some likeness which, 
however late we discover it, is just as real as the individual 
differences. This Ockham never denies. The universal is not 
a mere " vox " or " nomen " or " flatus vocis," although our 
knowledge of it depends on our abstracting from particulars. 
But whereas Thomas and Scotus are naive in their Eealism and 
regard the process of abstraction as making no difference to 
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the objects known through abstraction, Ockham perceives that 
the method by which we know must make a difference in the 
object known {vide sub No. 4). At least, the nature of the 
object known varies as the nature of the knowledge. 

3. As to the existence of likenesses all are agreed; but 
now Ockham says the universal is not a substance. And here 
he seems to explain himself as Hume would. He says that 
the universal is an " intentio mentis." He seems to argue that 
everything which is not a substance must be an " intentio 
mentis " ; since substance means anything which is objectively 
and fundamentally real. By fundamentally I mean both that 
it depends on nothing else for its reality (as " quality " does) 
and that it cannot be reduced to anything else. 

I t was easy to prove that IF Socrates and Plato are made 
up of one or many universals and an individual difference, no 
such universal exists at all—that "man " i s a word for just 
nothing at all objective. The " real" Socrates and Plato are 
just these differences. 

Observe that we must suppose, in order to make Ockham's 
arguments effective, that when we say " Socrates is a man " or 
" Socrates is white " we mean that there is a single composite 
" Socrates," in which we may find now " manhood " and now 
" whiteness." Such consciously was Scotus' position, and such 
unconsciously is the position of all who, like M. Bergson, made 
the individual " really " consist of an underlying flux or unity. 
So that Hume's argument against real universals holds, as 
Ockham's does, against all reduction of the many to an 
ultimate unity, unless (as under C 1, vide sub) no particular is 
recognised at all. Scotus and Thomas, however, give Ockham 
his ground for objection in retaining " individual difference." 
He therefore argues thus:— 

The manhood of Socrates is either the same as the manhood 
of Plato or it is different. 

«. If it is different then it is a particular. 
ft. If it is the same then why do we distinguish the two ? 
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The reply of the Scotists is that the universal "manhood," 
common to both, is divided, concreted (contractum), by the 
individual differences. But if these individual differences are 
not intrinsic to or do not make up the universal " manhood," 
they cannot affect its nature and it remains undivided; and if 
they are intrinsic to the universal then once again the so-called 
universal is simply the particular. 

Therefore individuality does not come from anything added 
to or divisible from the real universal. Everything which 
exists is singular (" Tenendum quod quaelibet res imaginabilis 
existens per se, sine omni addito, est res singularis et una 
numero; ita quod nulla res imaginabilis est per aliquod 
additum sibi singularis sed ilia est passio insequens immediate-
omnem rem, quia omnis res per se vel est eadem vel diversa ab 
alia." Super art. vet. in proem, libri Predicab.) And at least 
it is true that in introducing individual differences you have 
admitted the existence of a fact irreducible to terms of 
universals. " If the universal is a substance then no individual 
can come into existence, because the universal which is in it 
was already real in another : no individual can be annihilated, 
since in destroying the essence of this individual that universal 
which is in it and in others would have to be destroyed." 
(Logic, I, xv.) And in the same chapter Ockham recites other 
arguments. 

3. But clearly things are like one another. The " same 
thing " of common sense is in one aspect singular and in 
another universal: but the intellect cannot make things the 
same which are of their nature singular and distinct. Even if, 
as Ockham and his opponents seem to suppose, the " subject" 
Socrates is made up of the predicates " manhood," etc., and 
that which is (objectively) real outside the mind is a particular; 
nevertheless the universal exists objectively in some sort of 
way. ("Nihil est universale in natura sua sed tantum ex 
institutione . . . haec opinio non videtur vera." In I. Sent., 
II, 8.) 

v 2 
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In what way ? Two opinions are possible, says Ockham. 
First the nature of the universal may be to be thought, its 
whole " esse " is " intelligi." I t is in fact simply a concept. 
The word " man " refers not to an external reality, but to the 
one thought which we use in referring to many particulars. 

I t is clear however that we have some ground outside the 
mind (or our own will) for referring to many particulars by 
one concept; so that this opinion becomes another and more 
intricate one. 

We say now therefore that the universal is a " qualitas 
mentis"; that is to say when we say " man" we refer not 
merely to an action of our own mind, an act of cognition, but 
to a relation existing between several things and the one mind. 

The universal is still a concept or an idea in the sense in 
which Hume sometimes uses the word; but it is not merely 
conventional or an arbitrary imagination. Two things go to 
making it—first the thinker's action in thinking and, secondly, 
the external objects which are individuals. 

There remains the difficulty, against which Ockham and 
Hume did not guard themselves, that no explanation has been 
given why these individuals should be in this relation to the 
mind and not others. Even if we call trees by the same name 
because their relation to the mind is the same, we have not 
escaped from the objective universal, since there must be some 
ground " in " certain objects for our calling them trees and not 
men. 

" No universal," Ockham says, " is a substance in whatever 
way it be considered ; but every universal is an intention of the 
mind (intentio mentis) which, according to a probable opinion, is 
not distinct from the act of understanding " (Logic, I, xv, fine). 
Thus he is certain that the universal is not a substance and 
that it is a conceptual object, as we should say, but he thinks 
it probable that the conceptual object is the act of thinking. 

4. How do we know these objects if our self enters into the 
constitution of a universal in a way in which it does not 
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affect the particular ? Here Ockham is beginning to found 
all that Criticism of Mental Process which, elaborated in 
Hume, corrupted the original purity of Kant's dogmatism. 
To Ockham it seemed that we know particulars by " notitia 
intuitiva " and we know universals by " notitia abstractiva " ; 
but more of self seemed to enter into "abstraction" than 
into " perception " (intuitio). The object of abstract know
ledge (conception) seemed therefore to be more constructed 
than the object of perception. And if pressed to its logical 
issue, Ockham's language means that the objects of conception 
(universals) are the result of a contact between the objects 
of perception and a thinker (subject), so that one may explain 
the whole nature of the universal in terms of thinking subjects 
and objects of sense perception—precisely the doctrine of Hume 
and of Kant in his logical moments. Ockham does not seem 
to see that every objection agaiust the subjectivity of conception 
will hold against the subjectivity of perception.* 

5. Ockham is, of course, puzzled that we should, when we 
define " man," refer to something which is confessedly not in 
the world of objects. In fact not only do we seem to extract 
from the particulars an object which is found with them, but 
we go farther and speak of an ideal or hypothetical perfect 
specimen which we do not pretend ever to have found. Thus 
when I say whiteness I may refer only to the likeness between 
a table-cloth and a piece of paper: but I may refer to an ideal 
whiteness which neither the table-cloth nor the piece of paper 
exhibits. I should distinguish therefore between the likeness 
(the Aristotelian " universal") and the ideal (the Platonic 
" idea") :f but if I confuse them as Thomas, Scotus, Ockham 
and more modern thinkers have done, then the " universal" 
suffers from the defect in objective reality which is natural to 

* The reference here is to Quodlibeta, V, q. V. 
t The contrast is, I confess, arbitrary since Plato sometimes supposes 

his " idea" to be in the things, and Aristotle sometimes supposes his 
universal " form " to be the perfect specimen. 
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the ideal. I t is the likeness that we find among objects, not 
the ideal. I t is the ideal we construct (by " intentio mentis," 
etc.) and not the likeness. Thus when I argue that Ockham 
should have gone farther in allowing objective existence to the 
universal I must not be understood to oppose his denial of 
objective existence (reality) to the ideal. His arguments 
against objective reality of the Platonic idea, the ideal of pure 
science, are perfectly valid. These clearly are hypothetical 
constructions (" intentiones mentis"), not fictitious as the 
chimsera is, and yet not objective as likenesses are. 
- In summary form, then, and from Ockham's point of view, 

the position is as follows. We seem to he aware of particular 
things and likenesses between them. The attempt to show 
that the particulars are constituted by what makes them like 
or to say that because they are alike there is some common 
stuff in each, might destroy the particulars altogether. But to 
this, since it was not a philosophical position in his day, 
Ockham only makes the slightest reference. And if you 
retain the " principle of individuation" and say that things 
are distinct although made of the same stuff, you make the 
universal particular, or rather destroy the possibility of any 
universal. 

The attempt to explain what appears to be a fact may lead 
us to assert that no such fact exists. Appearances may be 
deceptive. But if for this purpose we have to suppose the 
appearances to be our only guide, our conclusion is obviously 
worthless. And this indeed is what Scotus has done : for his 
use of the existence of likeness or similarity between two things 
would show that either there are not two things or else there is 
no similarity. Such is Ockham's argument: for, of course, he 
is not merely saying that the doctrines of Scotus, who, he says, 
is " judicii subtilitate omnium primus," disagree with his, but 
that the Eealist doctrine is inconsistent with itself. 

The only solution possible is that the particular exists in 
one way and the universal in another—the particular " in re," 
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the universal " in mente." And if " in re " means in time and 
space, then the value of the solution depends on the meaning 
of " in mente." I think we may consider that Ockham means 
" conceptually," since he certainly does not mean that the 
universal is an arbitrary classification, subjectively in existence. 
He does seem to mean that without the mind there would be 
no ideal (Platonic idea) existing as we conceive it to exist as a 
sort of goal or'model; but he does not mean that without the 
mind there would be no likeness. Likeness therefore is 
explained by reference to a kind of reality which as conceived 
by me is a sort of goal or model. I t is " that to which the 
mind points " (" intentio mentis "). 

Now I do not deny that Ockham, like others after him, 
thought " in mente " implied a more shadowy existence than 
" in re." And wherever a distinction is introduced between 
conceptual and perceptual or other such terms, an illegitimate 
ethical valuation tends to be made. One is in no way better 
or more valuable than the other. Kant, whose Scottish 
moralising survived even his overdose of mathematical scepti
cism, is one of the examples of the unreasonable tendency to 
abuse the perceptual because it is not the conceptual. Ockham 
almost does the opposite. 

6. But after stating his position Ockham has to reply to 
certain objections. " Since the solution of doubts," he writes, 
"is the manifesting of the truth, some objections concerning 
what we have said must now be stated and solved " (Logic, 
I, xvii). In the first place, is it Socrates that is like Plato if 
the universal is not " in re " ? Does it not seem necessary to 
say that the same object is like and unlike, so that there is 
humanity in Socrates (and something else) and humanity in 
Plato (and something else) ? But Ockham will not allow 
that " in" Socrates is an objective or substantial universal. 
There is only " one thing " there, and it differs numerically 
(numero) from the one thing Plato: but it, the same " it," is 
specifically like Plato ("Eadem re sunt similes specifice et 
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differunt numero"), and " there is no opposition between 
specific likeness and numerical difference." Although this 
does indeed assert as the fundamental nature of the particular 
numerical difference, it does not explain the nature of the 
universal: and I think that Ockham could not effectively 
reply to the difficulty urged against him because he had not 
grasped the relation of the particular to the universal. He 
sees that the facts of experience necessitate the supposition of 
(1) particulars differing numerically and not as collections 
of different qualities, and (2) likenesses implying the existence' 
of some sort of reality which is different from the reality of 
the particulars. He is too good a logician to say that the 
same thing is both one and many at the same time, and yet 
he does not see how the unique thing may have the same 
relation as any other unique thing to a third reality which is 
not in any sense a constituent of either. But whatever his 
deficiency in conceiving the universal he is perfectly clear that 
numerical difference is the essence of the particular. " What
ever exists outside the mind is itself single, so that IT, without 
anything added, is what is immediately referred to in the 
reference to the individual (" denominatur ab intentione 
singulari ").* And again " all real unity is numerical; all 
real diversity is numerical; so that even specific difference is 
numerical. . . . Hence numerical diversity is more important 
than specific or generic diversity, because it follows that if 
things are diverse in genus or species they are therefore 
diverse in number but not conversely."! And again, " things 
which differ in genus and species do not differ in reality 
(a parte rei) but in the bare negation of one by other, whether 
this be mediate or immediate."} Thus also (in the same 
question) " hoc album " and " illud album " are said to be real 
but not "albedo." That is to say, the particular is not a 

* In I Sent., q. VI, AE. 
t Ibidem, AU. 
\ Ibidem, AU. 
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collection of likenesses to which is superadded a something 
called difference, and we cannot fairly speak of the universal 
being " in" the particular: for the particular is the numeri
cally distinct having this or that relation of likeness. The 
chief argument is that when Socrates and Plato are alike we 
do not distinguish them by searching for some quality which 
one possesses and the other does not. Indeed even in such a 
search the distinction of the one from the other would be 
already accepted, which is nothing but numerical difference : 
and, as a matter of fact, we do distinguish things " exactly 
alike." The humanity " in " Socrates is distinct in some sort 
of sense from the humanity " i n " Plato and yet is exactly 
alike. The word not clearly understood in such sentences is 
the word " in." Ockham indeed denies that there is anything 
" in " Socrates, since to say so would imply a false Eealism. 
The subject of the Sentence " Socrates is white " is thus a kind 
of unique reality, numerically one, which could never be used as 
a predicate. 

Thus Ockham seems to have developed very clearly the 
concept of the particular; but of the universal he seems to 
speak chiefly in negative terms. There may therefore be 
some truth in saying that he was as limited on one side as 
Scotus was on the other, or that he held universals to be what 
Hume would call " abstract ideas": but I think that the 
historians of Philosophy have generally misunderstood his 
position in (1) not grasping the importance he gives to 
numerical difference and in (2) not allowing for his careful 
assertion that universals although not " in re " have neverthe
less an " objective " existence. 

C. 

I now propose to show how a third position is necessary, not 
that of Scotus nor that of Oekham. Ockham and his opponents 
held that in the meaning of the sentence " Socrates is white," 
the whiteness is part of the subject Socrates ; and thus Scotus 
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'"** 

tried to read Socrates in terms of whiteness, etc., and Ockham 
tried to read whiteness, etc., in terms of Socrates. In other 
words, Scotus regarded the predicate, " whiteness," as part of 
the subject, " Socrates," but avoided the statement that Socrates 
is only a collection of qualities by saying that there was an 
"ultima entitas" superadded to the collection to make the 
individual. This, though inexact, practically amounts to the 
admission of an irreducible kind of reality, a particular. 
Ockham, on the other hand, regarded the individual subject 
Socrates as objective fact and, seeing that it did not consist 
of qualities, supposed the likenesses between Socrates and 
Plato, etc., to be " intentiones mentis," " abstract ideas "; but he 
avoided the statement that these " ideas" or classifications are 
arbitrary. And again this, though inexact, practically amounts 
to the admission of an irreducible kind of reality, a universal. 

Neither school, Eealist or Nominalist, was therefore able to 
do without the assertion (at least implied) that there were two 
kinds of real objects, each quite irreducible to the other, 
particulars and universals. 

Ockham's struggle to avoid an objective universal may be 
seen in the (Logic, I, xvii) chapter he devotes to " The reply to 
arguments in favour of the opinion of Scotus." There he says— 
" My opponents say that when things really are alike and really 
differ they are alike in one thing and differ in another. Socrates 
and Plato are alike in humanity, in matter and form, therefore 
they include some things besides these by which they are 
distinguished and these are called individual differences . . . . 
To which I reply:—Socrates and Plato are really alike in 
species and really differ numerically and by the same thing 
they are alike and differ. For it is true that the same thing is 
not the cause of a likeness and of a unlikeness opposed to that 
likeness—that, however, is not the question here, for between 
the specific likeness and the numerical difference there is no 
opposition at all." But this, if it means anything definite, surely 
means that the universal is objectively real. 
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The importance of Ockham is not in the correctness of his 
conclusion but in his attitude towards an illegitimate shelving 
of the problem in his own day. For now again we have been 
suffering for over a generation from what is mediaeval Bealism, 
the doctrine which explains away the particular and the distinct, 
and seeks to find reality in the featureless unity of an Absolute 
or of a Flux. The likenesses between individuals and the like
nesses between likenesses have not always led to the reduction 
to one stuff or substance of all individuals even by those who 
believe in an Absolute. But the tendency of philosophy even 
in modern times has been to regard the particular as somehow 
deficient in reality. Against this Ockham argued, and his 
argument I now propose to carry further. It is reasonable, I 
think, to suppose that the universal is real and the particular is 
real and that neither, can be explained in terms of the other. 
And first it must be shown that the particular cannot be a 
mere collection of universals. 

1. Socrates is not a mere collection of whiteness, man
hood, etc. For even if one had exactly the '• same " universals 
united they could be in two places at once. And if it be 
argued that, though there could be " two" collections of the 
same universals, there never are such, it would not follow that 
we do distinguish individuals by counting their qualities. 

Scotus is less subtle in this than Thomas since he admits in 
fact what he seems to deny in theory, that the particular is an 
irreducible kind of reality. His followers said that what made 
an individual was hicceitas (thatness or thisness); and they 
thus interpreted Scotus's " ultima entitas entitatis " which is 
the phrase he uses for the " principium individuationis." But 
this admits an irreducible " thisness " or " thatness," not to be 
explained in terms of " whatness "—therefore not possibly a 
predicate and therefore not a universal.* 

* It is clear that this is no explanation. I t is only the invention of a 
new word. Thomas is more resolute in his thinking and ends with 
" space," not being quite clear as to the irreducibility of the particular 
even into terms of space. 
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But Thomas makes the individual by the addition to the 
(" form ") humanity in Socrates of " materia quantitate signata." 
Thus spatial diversity is the ultimate ground of the particular. 
Now if space is irreducible to anything else (is not a quality or 
a relation) then Thomas seems to admit an irreducible 
particular, which is what Ockham wanted. Particulars would 
be what had definite connection with one and not more than 
one point in real space. But suppose that " spatial diversity " 
only means a relation between two sets of qualities or universals 
then it might seem that there was no particular. The particular 
would be simply a concept of inadequate thinking since every 
individual would be a collection of qualities and relations, one 
of which relations is that of space. 

Ockham was not really driven to prove that a particular 
w&snot a collection of universals, since no medieval philosopher, 
since Abelard appeared, had asserted that it was. 

To be complete, however, the work of Ockham should have 
destroyed the possibility of supposing the particular to be 
reducible in this way to other terms. I do not propose to 
discuss the nature of space but only to show that numerical 
diversity is not explained by supposing each particular to be a 
collection of qualities. I distinguish two oranges (alike in 
colour, shape, etc.) by reference to the place each occupies. 
And I distinguish two of my thoughts about the same object 
by reference to the time at which each appears.* It seems 
clear, however, that though the particular has peculiar relations 
to space and time such as the universal has not, yet the 

* If space, and perhaps time, are not real in the sense that I 
construct them, then I equally construct the intuition which seems to 
destroy them. There is just as much subjectivity in " intuition " as there 
is in " intellect," even if there is such a thing as " intuition," in the 
Bergsonian sense at all. One cannot escape from the " merely practical" 
intellect by an intuition for which no distinction or particular is real, 
since it can be argued that the intuition itself is only a practical desire 
and does not give reality. Every argument against the distinctions made 
by the intellect holds against the identifications made in " intuition." 
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particular is not " made of" or to be explained in terms of 
space and time only. For Ockham is right in saying that the 
particular is distinguished from the universal also in being 
a " substance." The particular can not be a predicate or a 
quality or relation of anything else. We cannot say " is 
Socrates " where " is " has the same meaning as in " Socrates is 
man," or " Socrates is white." And we cannot therefore say 
" Whiteness, manhood, etc., etc. . . . (to w terms of universals) 
is Socrates." That is to say Socrates is not a collection of 
universals (qualities). 

Again the universal is not an object of perception. We 
see not whiteness but a white thing. We grasp whiteness by 
abstraction; but we require no such process to be sure of the 
distinction between Socrates and Plato. Therefore again the 
particular is not a collection of universals. 

This is the meaning of Ockham where he says that the 
likeness between two white men is not a difficult fact to grasp 
any more than the distinction of two is. ("Laici, nihil 
intelligentes de rationibus, ita indubitanter dicunt duos homines 
albos esse similes sicut dicunt eos esse albos." Quodl., VI, 8.) 

And even if the collections of universals are particulars, 
this collection is not that collection and so there is an 
irreducible " this " and " t ha t " which cannot be explained in 
terms of " what." " Hicceitas " is not explained as " quidditas." 
This, in summary form, is Ockham's argument and I do not, 
thus far, go beyond him. 

I take it then as proved that the particular is not made up 
of universals as a mere collection. 

2. On the other hand the likeness " between " particulars 
has to be explained by reference to a third thing which one 
may call a universal. Nor can the mere addition or blurring of 
particulars (thisnesses) produce a likeness (whatness). The 
universal therefore must be a kind of reality in relation to 
which the particulars are " alike." Thus it exists beside and, 
if you like it, above or beyond the particulars. Here one must 
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force Ockham to a further conclusion which was not, I think, 
seen by his opponents or his followers. We may not use the 
word " real" of universals since it seems difficult to classify 
thus together particulars and universals. We may say that 
universals are " in mente," but that they are and are 
independently of our knowledge of them there is no doubt. 
Therefore they exist in some other way than the way particulars 
exist: hence we say that the likeness " in " things is not the 
universal but indicates the universal. 

We have shown that the universal is an object. The 
word man refers to a likeness between certain objects of per
ception, which likeness is not of our making. That is to say, 
universals are not made out of particulars, even though we 
gain a knowledge of them after our knowledge of particulars. 
I think the argument against Ockham (and Hume) is 
sufficiently well known, so that I take it now as proved that 
the universal has objective reality, or that it cannot be 
explained altogether in terms of the particular: or as the 
mediaeval schoolmen said, there is a quidditas which is not 
made up of " hicceitas " or of " individuatio " but the likeness 
is a reference of the particular to the universal. 

3. Neither being reducible to the other it follows that 
particulars and universals are different kinds of reals. What 
the relation between them may be is a further question into 
which I do not now propose to enter; but I must add that, 
from what I have attempted to prove, it would follow that 
this relation would not in the least reduce one of the terms 
to the other. I say this only because the category of relation 
is a fertile field for imagination and metaphor, and not a few 
philosophers have been led to suppose that they have got rid 
of difficult realities when they have established a relation 
between them. 

4. One point seems to remain over for discussion. I t may 
be said that the supposition on which the whole controversy 
between Scotus and Ockham is based is correct—namely, that 

 by guest on June 6, 2016
http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/


WILLIAM OF OCKHAM ON UNIVERSALS. 95 

in the sentence " Socrates is white," the subject Socrates is a 
complex made up of parts, one of which is whiteness. Thus 
the relations of whiteness, manhood, etc., would actually con
stitute the term Socrates. Or it may be said that reality is 
" concrete," whatever that may mean, and that the reality 
referred to in the above sentence about Socrates is " individual-
universality " or a sort of indivisible stuff, which in our minds 
we regard now from one point of view now from another. 

But it seems that the supposition of Ockham and Scotus 
(Hume and Bergson) is not correct. Socrates is not a 
"complex," nor is he a tissue of relations, nor is he a 
universal soul or vital force. In fact, the reason why 
philosophy has been confused since the fourteenth century is 
largely because this supposition was not correct. It underlay 
other problems, and these could not be solved because it had 
not been recognised for what it was. The neglect of mediaeval 
thinkers, with whom originated many of the fallacies that have 
complicated the problems of philosophy, is a sufficient cause for 
the acceptance of a statement as true to fact which is simply 
one aspect of a theory. 

The assertion that the particular is real and the universal 
is real must not be held to mean that any "rea l" object is 
a composite or complex of these two, as water is conceived (in 
chemistry, inadequately) to be a composite of hydrogen and 
oxygen. The particular and the universal do not lose their 
characters by being found together. They remain in nature 
distinct. 

When, however, I call them both real, I may be referring 
to a likeness between them. Even if " is real" only means 
" exists " it may be a universal. I t would in that case be 
a complex universal involving certain relations to space and 
time. But I do not propose to argue that point here. It 
remains a fact that the particular is not reduced to another 
kind by being called " real," neither to Mr. Bradley's Absolute 
nor to M. Bergson's Flux. 
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There was a long and elaborate controversy in the Middle 
Ages as to the real distinction between essence and existence 
(whatness and thatness), and the neglect of this again affects 
much of the reasoning in the philosophy of the nineteenth 
century. Even in the case of M. Bergson it seems that, 
confusing the existence of objects with their nature, he has 
been led to imagine that Eeality must be of one kind. 

And it is of no avail to contrast abstract Being with the 
concretion of Eeality. This is the usual answer to the objec
tion against making Eeality to be of one kind or a complex 
(new individual) of many elements. I know very well that 
not even Hegel thought that the greatest abstraction was the 
ultimate Eeality. But that Eeality which is supposed to be 
the Individualised Complex of the likenesses and differences of 
ordinary experience is itself a fiction. 

Against this Ockham protested so strongly that he almost 
denied the existence of G-od and was led to suspect that what 
was true in theology might not be true in philosophy. To 
save the individual, the Absolute had to be destroyed; but it 
was a delicate business, since " the insult most resented by 
supernatural beings is the denial of their existence." 

Now I do not propose to argue against M. Bergson in his 
assertion that Eeality is a Becoming in which there are 
distinctions without differences. For, frankly, I do not under
stand what it may mean to say that a complex cannot be 
analysed. If it is a complex, it seems, it can be analysed, and 
if it cannot be analysed it is not a complex: and yet Hegel 
also, and all survivals of mediaeval Eealism, seem to imagine 
that they may have the use of the word " complex " and the 
word " individual" as both referring to the same object. As 
far as I understand it these philosophers seem to believe that 
in a sense datum there is a distinction between what must not 
be called parts. The object is not perfectly homogeneous and 
yet any analysis of it into parts is arbitrary. In the same 
way, in self-consciousness, there is a pure duration which is 
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not -perfectly homogeneous; or because I cannot say when I 
cease to be angry and become pleased, because I cannot 
exactly define the time-limit of mental states, there is no real 
distinction within the consciousness—it is one: but never
theless it does change—it is many. The same difficulty 
prevents my understanding how of the same individual, unique
ness as well as " consisting of something else" can be 
predicated. I must, I say, put this aside, as Hume would 
say, because " although it admits of no refutation, it carries no 
conviction." If the word complex is to have any value at all 
it must refer to an object which it is possible to consider as 
consisting of parts. " To have your cake and to eat i t " 
was perhaps originally a Eabelaisian phrase for describing 
Absolutism. 

But it is sometimes argued that the unity ©f a collection 
(as a heap of stones) is essentially different from the union in 
a complex (as a living body). And it may be said that my 
difficulty only holds against a collection. 

Suppose then we put aside for the moment the question as 
to how this heap of stones differs from that, and consider only 
individual wholes, as they are called. I think that in fact the 
problem is no easier, although it is foutid useful by various 
philosophers to turn our attention to what are called " higher 
unities " or " organic wholes." There, if anywhere, then we may 
expect to find out how it is possible to regard the particular as 
constituted by something which is not particular. There, if 
anywhere, we shall discover the one which is at the same time 
many; and shall perhaps at last happen upon the Absolute, or 
M. Bergson's universal Explosive Flux. 

I t is conceived that the particular is a complex of such a 
kind that the mere collection of its (universal) predicates would 
not be sufficient to form it. I t is not by the mere addition of. 
parts that the individual is constituted. The particular in this 
sense would not be a mere collection of universals, but it would 
still be explainable in terms of that which constitutes the 
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complex which it is. The whole, we are told, is " organic," but 
it is still called a whole. Now "wholes" do seem to differ in 
kind: a whole heap of stones is not the same in kind as a whole 
orange. But that does not justify our treatment of the orange 
as nothing else out what we call its constituents. 

That is simply to repeat, in a more subtle form, the same 
denial of the particular against which Ockham contended. 
When his opponents said that the universal was. "of the 
essence" of the individual, this is what they meant. "The 
force of the argument," says Ockham, " makes us admit not that 
Socrates and Plato are alike in something. which is of their 
essence, but that they are alike in some things " {Logic, I, xvii). 

I take it that we are not willing in philosophy to accept the 
crude statement that water is two parts of hydrogen and one 
of oxygen. That it may in certain cases be treated as equiva
lent we do not deny: but water is one thing and " two parts of 
hydrogen and one of oxygen " is another. Of course it matters 
nothing how the individual arises, even if we use the concept of 
cause. The history of origins is not an explanation of the 
nature of unique objects. 

Now I suppose it is granted that Socrates is unique. And 
if that is granted he cannot be treated as only a complex of 
forces or a tissue of relations. For, considering only the forces 
or the relations, we find no ground whatever for asserting 
uniqueness, even if we say "complex" and not "collection." 
If, in the supposed complex, the constituents have lost the 
character they may be imagined to have when separate, then 
nothing is gained, in philosophy, by considering the complex to 
be made of them. And if they preserve the character that 
they may be imagined to have when separate (if the manhood 
in Socrates is the same as that in Plato or as manhood in 
general), then there is no real complex but only a collection. 

The unique individual (numerically, at least, different from 
every other) cannot be even a " complex " of forces or relations 
which are not unique or not found only in one place at one 
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time. The words " complex " or " organic unity," if they have 
any value at all in exact thinking, do not refer to any real 
thing which is and is not at the same time its constituents. 
Philosophically, no explanation is given of a unique thing by 
finding out either what things existed just before it {e.g., 
hydrogen + oxygen before water) or in how many ways it may 
be regarded as like others. 

I t follows that the position hinted at, if not completely 
grasped, by William of Ockham must be the starting-point for 
any description of the number and kind of realities. We must 
accept, as the basis for understanding the particular, numerical 
difference; and, as the basis for understanding the universal, 
existence which is not reality or, if the terms are preferable, at 
least two kinds of reality. The problem will then be stated in 
its essentials, and for its solution, in spite of many new com
plications added since, the honesty and exactness of mediaeval 
thought will be recognised as useful. 

G 2 
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